This study investigates the use of two types of Consciousness-Raising (CR) tasks in learning Subject-Verb Agreement (SVA). The sample consisted of 28 Form 2 students who were divided into two groups. Group 1 was assigned with Grammaticality Judgment (GJ) tasks and Group 2 received Sentence Production (SP) tasks for eight weeks. Learners were given a pretest before the treatment and a posttest once they completed the tasks. They were also required to answer questionnaires and some were interviewed. The findings show the two CR tasks promote SVA learning among students but SP tasks are descriptively better than GJ tasks in terms of gain scores.
Introduction

Subject-Verb Agreement Problems among Malaysians
Grammar learning has been a persistent challenge to Malaysian students in mastering English. Maros et al. (2007) highlight that secondary school students have difficulties in mastering grammar rules despite the earlier exposure to the language in the primary school for six years. There are many grammar forms that are difficult for our students to learn. Nor Hashimah et al. (2008) identify subject verb agreement, affixes, adverbs, adjectives, plural forms, and copula as the most common mistakes made by students. MohdHilmi and Juliana (2010) discover that students cannot even differentiate simple present tense and past tense whereas Eng and Heng (2005) find that students have poor understanding of relative clauses. Wee (2009) states that Subject-Verb Agreement (SVA) poses the most difficulty for Malaysian students. These findings are corroborated by various studies (SitiHamin et al., 2010; Mahanita et al., 2010; Wee et al., 2010; Surina et al., 2009; Saadiyah et al., 2009; Nor Hashimah et al., 2008) done in Malaysia. In fact, grammar is a major problem area faced by students in writing (Mahanita et al., 2010) . (Johan, 2012, p. A5) . Ting (2007) states that 96 percent of teachers teaching English in Malaysian schools perceive that grammar should be taught to learners. In spite of the support for grammar teaching, our students are continuously struggling to master grammar. In line with this, Wee (2009) claims that lack of grammar emphasis in teaching is the main reason why students cannot master grammar rules. However, some link this to grammar teaching. There are many techniques of teaching grammar in Malaysian classrooms that have been criticized for being ineffective. Chung (2004) criticizes drilling exercises and teacher-fronted explanation practiced during English grammar lessons. Ming and Nooreiny (2010) disapprove of the mechanic deductive method of grammar adopted by many teachers. Ambigapathy (2002) points out that teachers teach too many grammatical skills to students through constant drilling on past year examination questions, worksheets and exercise books. Besides, Hawanum (2004) claims that Malaysian teachers are not clear on how deep they should explore grammar in explaining it to learners.
can't be like them at least we can use language to communicate effectively or at least write simple sentences to express our thoughts and views. It all begins with grammar"
In searching for an effective method to teach grammar, it is important to look into whether the method is applicable or not in the Malaysian classroom. Nassaji and Fotos (2004) cite that one of the popular ways of teaching grammar in the language classroom is Consciousness-Raising (CR), a method used in task-based approach. Ellis (2002, p. 169) describes that the purpose of CR is "not to enable learners to perform a structure correctly but simply to help him/her to know about it". It is fully defined as "a pedagogic activity where the learners are provided with L2 data in some forms and required to perform some operation on or with it, the purpose of which is to arrive at an explicit understanding of some linguistic property or properties of the target language" (Ellis, 2003, p. 160) . CR focuses more on developing correct understanding than correct production of target form (Ellis, 2003) and this possibly can address learners' major weakness in their knowledge of grammar especially SVA.
Awareness of Subject-Verb Agreement
This study is important to determine whether CR can increase learners' awareness of SVA. Ellis (2003) hypothesizes that CR draws learners' attention towards the target form without involving drilling towards correct production. The purpose is to develop awareness of the target form which according to Rachmawati (2011) is important to prepare learners for the next stage where they are ready to insert this specific feature into their interlanguage, thus, acquiring it permanently. Until they gain enough awareness of SVA, they will not be able to produce comprehensible sentences especially when subjects and verbs are the significant element of a language production (SitiHamin et al., 2010; Surina & Kamaruzaman, 2009 ). Schmidt (1990) claims that learners will not learn anything if their learning is not preceded by attention and awareness.
The study is also important for teachers who constantly face difficulties in teaching this form to students. Teachers are facing the issue of how they actually should be teaching grammar in English lessons (Vethamani&Umi Kalthom, 2008; Hawanum, 2004) . Hawanum (2004) further claims that Malaysian ESL teachers, being L2 speakers themselves, are often not certain on how to teach grammar to their students especially in exploring the details of grammar they need to explain to learners. This study can pave the way for teachers to teach students SVA through CR tasks and it can be an effective technique that teachers can adopt and apply in their classes. Maros et al. (2007) carried out a research on 120 students from six rural schools in Pahang, Selangor and Melaka. The findings show that one of the major grammatical errors that students make is SVA. Meanwhile, Nor Hashimah et al. (2008) conducted a study on 315 students in Form Two and it is discovered that some Malaysian students are unable to produce correct sentences due to their lack of competence in SVA.
Relevant Literature
Malaysian students' lack of awareness on the forms and functions of SVA is evident. They are able to arrange words accordingly; subject-verb-object or subject-predicate (Abdul Rashid Mohamed et al., 2004) but they are not able to progress into mastering SVA. They are not well aware of the characteristics of SVA, a grammar structure that is absent in their first language (Wee, 2009) . Their lack of awareness about it might be the reason why interference from their first language occurs and hinders them from learning it (Surina and Kamaruzaman, 2009) . In fact, they develop confusion when applying SVA (Shazwani, 2008; Surina and Kamaruzaman, 2009) . Their inability to understand or use SVA will persist if they do not gain sufficient knowledge about it.
hindering them from fully grasping the concept of grammatical rules. Normazidah et al. (2012) claim that learners should be more cognitively involved in discovering the rules in order to overcome any possible misinterpretation. Therefore, it is recommended in their study that grammar teaching requires teachers to employ teaching methods that encourage learners to be more sensitive to the structure and make them aware of the correct use through the use of explanation and self-discovery. Learners need sufficient input and instruction from teachers and they have to be given activities that can cognitively push them to discover the rules on their own. In addition, the target form has to be given more physical and cognitive prominence in any task (Normazidah et al., 2012) .
In identifying the teaching method that can cater to learners' needs, the characteristics of CR should be further explored. CR emphasizes explicit explanation from teacher (Ellis, 1992 (Ellis, , 2003 (Ellis, , 2006 Fotos and Elis, 1999) , prioritizes learners' self-discovery of the rules (Ellis, 1992 (Ellis, , 2003 (Ellis, , 2006 and presents target form in an attention drawing manner (Ellis, 1992 (Ellis, , 2003 (Ellis, , 2006 Schmidt, 1990) . Above all, it promotes learners' awareness of the target form, which according to Schmidt (1990) is the earlier and essential stage of learning. Schmidt (1990) believes that before learners can learn anything, they have to be aware first of what they are learning, pay attention to it and notice it. It is possible that Malaysian students are not aware of the forms they are being taught and their lack of awareness hinders them from making progress and subsequently, mastering the language. Ellis (2003) advocates that CR is able to promote learners' awareness of the target form which will gradually lead them into correct production. In view of these, CR appears to be a plausible approach in promoting grammar learning. Fotos and Ellis (1991) discover that CR positively increases learners' understanding of dative alternation (prepositional indirect object construction). They administered interactive grammar tasks to Japanese EFL college students: students of Language majors and Business Administration majors. They were assigned into three groups: a control group that received face-to-face instruction from the teacher followed by a reading assignment, an experimental group that performed information gap tasks in pairs and another experimental group that performed the tasks in several groups of four members. The findings reveal that the more members in a group, the better they perform in the post test. Fotos (1994) also conducted another research on CR among 169 Japanese students whom she assigned into three groups. One group received interactive, grammar problem-solving task, one group received teacher-fronted grammar lesson and the control group was assigned with reading assignments only. The target forms were dative alternation, adverb placement and relative clause. Both experimental groups' posttest scores increased significantly after the treatments.
A previous research on the use of CR in teaching grammar on Malaysian learners was conducted by Ming and Nooreiny (2010) . 36 students of Diploma in Business Administration were given CR activities with personal pronouns ("I" and "we") as the target form. The results from post test scores indicate that the learners' knowledge of the target form increased after the treatment. The findings from the questionnaires administered to the learners imply that the CR activities facilitate the learners to explore and recognize the target form. These studies were conducted on adult learners of higher education. This study is aimed towards Malaysian school students and it addresses SVA, an error frequently committed by Malaysian learners. Hence, the investigation on the use of CR in teaching grammar is crucial in order to identify the effects of the CR tasks on secondary school students, the type of CR tasks that suit the students' abilities and the effects of CR on SVA, the major error committed by school students. This study focuses on school context with SVA as the target form.
Objectives and Research Questions
The objective of this study is to examine the effects of two CR tasks: sentence production and grammatical judgment in helping learners to learn SVA. It also aims to investigate the learners' perceptions of the benefits of the tasks in learning SVA. The research questions are: 1. Which CR task: sentence production (SP) or grammatical judgment (GJ) is more effective in helping students to learn SVA? 2. What are learners' perceptions on the benefits of CR tasks in learning SVA? 3. What are the characteristics of CR that promote SVA learning?
Methods
Subjects
The subjects were from an intact Form 2 ESL classroom of 28 students in a secondary school located in Ranaudistrict, a rural area in Sabah. There was only one class for Form Two in the school. Their English proficiency was intermediate as indicated by their mid-term exam scores. The subjects were randomly assigned www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 6, No. 6; 2013 into two groups, Group 1, which was given Sentence Production (SP) tasks and Group 2 which was assigned with Grammaticality Judgment (GJ) tasks.
Data Collection
The research was conducted for 11 weeks which consisted of one week for pre-test, eight weeks of treatment, one week for post-test and one week for questionnaire survey and interview. There were three sub-rules of SVA addressed in the treatment: verbs "be", "have", and "do".
A similar test which consisted of 20 questions on SVA was used for the pretest and the posttest. The learners were given 30 minutes to complete both tests. In implementing the CR tasks, a lesson based on PPP (Presentation, Practice & Production) model was developed. During the presentation stage, the teacher provided explicit explanations of the rules to the subjects. The presentations were followed by practices where the learners had to underline sentences with the target form in a given passage and provide explanations on its usage in the sentences. The CR tasks were administered in the production stage. There were two types of tasks: sentence production (SP) and grammaticality judgment (GJ). Group 1 was given SP tasks and Group 2 received GJ tasks and they were given 15 minutes to complete the tasks.
Group 1 was given a set of 12 pictures with some prompt words for each picture. The objective of the task was for the learners to be able to produce 12 sentences with the correct use of the target form, one sentence for each of the given pictures. Group 2 was given 12 sentences and the objective was for the learners to identify whether the use of the target form in each of the sentences was wrong or correct.
In week 11, each learner was given a questionnaire. It comprised three dimensions and covered 11 items. Three items were allotted to cognitive domain of development (Bloom, 1956 as cited in Santrock, 2008) , six items on operational skills (Willis and Willis, 2007) , and two items about task factors (Ellis, 2003) . Bloom's cognitive domain of development was narrowed into the first three categories: "remember", "understand" and "apply". Likert-scale that comprised five scales (strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, strongly disagree) was used to obtain students' responses. Ten minutes were allocated to students to complete the questionnaire.
After the treatment, five students were randomly selected from each group for the interview. The interview was semi-structured and consisted of six questions. The questions investigated the learners' perception of the difficulty of the tasks, the usefulness of the tasks and the characteristics of the tasks. Each respondent was interviewed for 10 minutes in which the researcher took note of the verbal responses of the students.
Data Analysis
Both the pretest and the posttest contained 20 items and one score was allocated to one item. Hence, there was a total score of 20 for each test. Paired sample t-test was used to compare the means of pretest and posttest scores in both groups in order to determine the difference between the two and its statistical significance. The data from the questionnaire was tallied and their means were obtained. The responses from the interview were analyzed and coded based on themes that emerged.
Results
Students' Performance in CR Tasks
A dependent sample t-test was used to identify the significance of difference between pretest scores and posttest scores within Group 1(SP) and Group 2 (GJ) respectively. Vol. 6, No. 6; 2013 Next, learning gain scores from each individual performance in pretest and posttest was obtained and the means of these gain scores were calculated separately based on groups. An independent t-test was performed on the two means of the learning gain scores obtained from Group 1 (SP) and Group 2 (GJ) respectively. .18 .27 * The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level The p value is not less than 0.05. Statistically, there is no significant difference between learning gain scores between Group 1 (SP) and Group 2 (GJ). Descriptively, SP tasks are more effective in increasing learners' knowledge of SVA as implied by higher average learning gain score of the learners in Group 1(SP) than Group 2 (GJ).
Learners' Perceptions on Benefits of CR Tasks in SVA Learning
With regard to the second research question on learners perceptions on benefits of both CR tasks in learning SVA, the responses from the questionnaires were divided into three sections: cognitive domains of learning (Bloom, 1956 as cited in Santrock, 2008) , operational skills (Willis and Willis, 2007) and task factors. The responses were tallied in accordance with the Likert-scale and converted to means. The results in Table . 3 indicate that learners in Group 1 (SP) and Group 2 (GJ) generally had moderate perceptions on the level of knowledge, understanding and even application of the target form they had gained from the tasks. Learners in Group 1 (SP) had better perception on the benefit of the SP tasks in increasing their knowledge (mean=3.71, SD=.73) than Group 2 (GJ) (mean=3.14, SD=.95). In terms of increasing their application of SVA, Group 2 (GJ) had better perception (mean=3.64, SD=.84) than Group 1 (SP) (mean=3.15, SD=.80). Both groups had nearly similar level of responses on the benefits of the respective tasks in increasing their understanding of the target form, Group 1 (SP) with (mean=3.93, SD=.73) and Group 2 (GJ) with (mean=3.93, SD=.83). The findings in Table 4 indicate that learners had moderate responses towards the effects of CR tasks in increasing their operational skills. Students in Group 2 (GJ) (mean=3.57, SD=.85) had slightly better perception of their improved ability to recognize SVA than students in Group 1 (SP) (mean=3.50, SD=.65). Nevertheless, the students in Group 1 (SP) had better perception of their improved ability to identify correct use of SVA (mean= 3.86, SD= 0.95) than students in Group 2 (GJ) (mean=3.57, SD=0.65). Students in Group 2 (GJ) had better perception of their improved ability to differentiate correct and incorrect use of SVA (mean= 3.42, SD=0.65) than Group 1 (GJ) (mean=3.29, SD=0.73). Group 2 (GJ) also had better perception of towards their improved ability to produce sentences with the correct use of SVA (mean=3.64, SD= 1.00) than Group 1 (SP) (mean=3.29, SD= .99). In terms of their improved ability to recall SVA rules, Group 2 (GJ) had better perception (mean=4.00, SD=.68) than Group 1 (SP) (mean= 3.86, SD=.66). The findings in Table 5 reveal that students in Group 2 (GJ) had better perception of the motivation of the tasks in encouraging learners to learn SVA (mean=4.21, SD=.70) than students in Group 1 (SP) (mean=3.86, SD=1.03). Group 2 (GJ) also had better perception of the effectiveness of the tasks in promoting learning SVA (mean=3.93, SD=1.07) than Group 1 (SP) (mean=3.86, SD=.86).
Characteristics of CR
The data from their interview were categorized based on emerging themes. There are three main features of CR that the learners claimed to have helped them understand SVA: operational skills, collaboration with peers and explicit instruction. This addresses the third research question on the characteristics of CR that promotes SVA learning.
Most of the responses indicate that the tasks are useful in grammar learning because the tasks require the learners to perform certain operational skills in solving the problems. Three respondents stated that SP tasks helped them to learn to use singular form and plural form: "I learn how to use singular (is, was) and plural (are, were) in sentences," "I learn it through practice of making sentence, reading and understanding the passage" and " I learn it by doing some sentences". Two respondents claimed that GJ task demanded them to identify the meanings of the words: "I try to understand the meaning of the sentences" and "I look the meaning of the word in the dictionary". One respondent attributed the learning to identification skill that "Every CR tasks given to use, we must find what the questions want and we need to refer to the text given". These imply that the requirement for operational skills to perform the tasks contributes to their successful learning of SVA. Based on the data from the questionnaires, the students also have moderate responses on operational skills in CR tasks as indicated by the means attained in each of the skill.
In addition, the majority of the responses imply that collaboration with peers help learners to learn the target form because it encourages them to discuss with their partners to solve the tasks. One respondent said, "Yes, discussion with friends can help me to understand more about SVA" and another respondent said, "Yes, because we can share our knowledge". The explicit instructions given before the tasks are also useful in promoting the learners' awareness of the target forms in CR method. Four respondents claimed that the examples presented by their teacher helped them in their understanding and five respondents attributed their understanding to the emphasized, slowly-paced and comprehensive manner of their teacher's explanation. One respondent stated, "The teacher slowly explained everything and tried to make us understanding" and another respondent said, "She wanted us to know and understanding about subject-verb agreement and how to use it".
Discussion
Sentence Production and Grammaticality Judgment
The results of the dependent sample t-test within Group 1 (SP) and Group 2 (GJ) indicate that there are increases in the posttest scores. However, there is no significant difference between the means of learning gain scores between the two groups. The results of the t-test indicate that the mean differences of pretest and posttest scores within Group 1(SP) and within Group 2 (GJ) are significant. Descriptively, the mean difference of pretest and posttest scores and the mean of learning gain scores obtained by Group 1 imply that SP tasks are better in increasing students' accuracy in understanding and applying SVA. This addresses the first research question of which of the two types of CR tasks that is more effective in promoting SVA learning.
Students in Group 1 (SP) who performed SP tasks did better in the post-test than Group 2 (GJ) because sentence production is considered as a production task whereas grammaticality judgment is a comprehension task. Jong (2005) claims that production task requires more cognitive demands than comprehension task. SP tasks require the subjects to invest more effort and perform numerous skills of generating ideas, selecting vocabularies, structuring sentences and deciding on the correct use of the verb "be". The high demand of this task "forces" learners to notice the target form in order to complete the task (Skehan, 1998; Schmidt, 1990) . Hence, learners in Group 1 (SP) managed to obtain more knowledge of SVA than Group 2 (GJ) because they had performed SP tasks.
Students' Perception of the Benefits of CR Tasks
The results in Table 3 indicate that learners of Group 1 (SP) and Group 2 (GJ) generally had moderate perceptions on the level of knowledge, understanding and even application of the target form they had gained from the tasks. Sugiharto (2006) claims that CR is not meant to produce students with immediate grammatical proficiency as CR serves as a means, not an end in itself. This explains why learners only had moderate responses on their knowledge, understanding and application of SVA because they were not expected to master the form within an instant and short period of time.
The students in Group 1 (SP) had better responses on their improved ability to identify correct use of SVA than students in Group 2 (GJ). This can be attributed to the design of SP tasks that Group 1 (SP) was assigned with during the study. SP tasks are considered as production tasks that have higher demand than comprehension tasks (Jong, 2005) which leads them to pay more attention to the target form (Schmidt, 1990) . Hence, learners in Group 1 (SP) were more aware of the correct form of SVA due to the level of attention they had devoted to that particular feature. Students in Group 2 (GJ) had better responses towards their improved ability to differentiate correct and incorrect use of SVA (mean= 3.42, SD=0.65) than Group 1 (GJ) (mean=3.29, SD=0.73). Learners in Group 2 (GJ) performed GJ tasks which required them to identify whether the use of the target form was wrong or correct in a set of sentences for every task. Hence, the skill required in completing the tasks directly improved their skill in differentiating the correct and incorrect use of SVA as implied by their responses.
Surprisingly, Group 2 (GJ) had better responses towards their improved ability to produce sentences with the correct use of SVA than Group 1 (SP) although it was Group 1 (SP) that performed SP tasks. The learners in Group 1 (SP) were clearly instructed to write sentences which contained correct target form whereas Group 2 (GJ) only had to identify the wrong and correct use of SVA. Group 1 (SP) had lower mean of responses on this skill. This can be due to the higher demand of a production task which pushes learners to notice their knowledge deficiency in using the target form correctly (Jong, 2005; Schmidt and Frota, 1986) . Hence, learners in Group 1 (SP) were better aware of their actual competence in using SVA than learners in Group 2 (GJ).
The findings in Table 5 imply that the students had moderate perceptions towards motivation and effectiveness of CR tasks in promoting SVA learning.
In addressing the second research question on learners' perceptions on the benefits of CR tasks, learners in both groups indicated moderate perceptions on the effect of tasks in increasing their knowledge, understanding and application of target form. In terms of operational skills they gained from the CR tasks, they generally had moderate perceptions towards all the skills. Likewise, they also indicated moderate responses in their perception of CR in terms of motivation and effectiveness in promoting SVA learning.
Characteristics of CR Tasks that Promote SVA Learning
Operational Skills
Ellis (2003, 2006) claims that CR requires learners to use intellectual effort and perform operational skills to understand a target form. In fact, Schmidt (1990) claims that such task design can help learners to pay more attention to the forms. The more learners have to invest their intellectual effort, the higher their chance is to be able to understand and remember the rules (Thornbury, 2009 ). These are supported by one respondent who explicitly claimed that "the tasks want to test our understanding about SVA" and another respondent said that the tasks caused him or her to pay more attention because he claimed that "If I did not pay attention, I couldn't understand it".
The two tasks demand some operational skills in order to be completed. SP tasks require the skill of producing sentences with the correct target form and GJ tasks require learners to identify the correct use of forms.
www.ccsenet.org/elt English Language Teaching Vol. 6, No. 6; 2013 Participant 1 claimed that "Such exercises helped to consolidate my knowledge and it helped me to know about it, before this, I didn't know about it". It indicates that doing the tasks which require certain operations help students to improve their understanding of the rules which they are not aware or familiar before. Learners were also asked about their responses towards the practice of providing explanations on the use of the target form in the sentences that they had underlined in a text. Such requirement is one of the distinct features of CR as Ellis (2003) claims that learners need to articulate the rules describing grammatical features. The respondents' responses towards the practice are positive. Most of them claimed that their understanding of the rules became much clearer when they had to provide explanations on how the rules worked. A respondent claimed that "it is easier to understand the rules when you had to give explanation to them on your own". This implies that the skill of describing rules is just as effective as the operational skills required in the two main tasks: sentence production and grammaticality judgment.
Collaboration with Peers
In CR, the tasks need to be implemented through a communicative nature (Ellis, 2003; Widodo, 2006) . The opportunity for students to communicate with a partner in the task allows them to share their knowledge and help each other to further develop their understanding. In the previous research conducted by Ellis and Fotos (1991) , Fotos (1994) , Ming and Nooreiny (2010) indicate that interactive and collaborative nature of CR tasks enhanced the subjects' grammatical knowledge.
Explicit Instruction
Unlike other approaches where the role of explicit instruction is downplayed (Skehan, 1998) , the explicit explanation from the teacher is an integral part of CR and learners were positive about the instruction given by the teacher. Schmidt (1990) describes the instruction as instrumental in bringing the learners' attention to the target form in a way that establishes their expectation. Ellis (2003) highly emphasizes the use of explicit instruction in the implementation of CR in grammar learning.
In conclusion, SP tasks are better in promoting SVA learning than GJ tasks. This is due to the higher "task demand" of productive tasks (SP) than comprehension tasks (GJ). This can be attributed to the nature of SP tasks as production tasks that push learners to invest more cognitive effort in completing the tasks (Swain, 1985) that results in their increased attention of the target form (Schmidt, 1990) .
Learners generally had moderate perceptions on the effects of the tasks in improving their knowledge, understanding and application on SVA, operational skills they gained from the two CR tasks, as well as the motivation and effectiveness of the tasks. They all responded positively that the tasks are effective and motivating ways of learning SVA. On the whole, CR tasks help to promote the learners' grammar learning of SVA through the demand for operational skills, and through explicit instruction and collaboration with peers. Explicit instructions help learners to receive sufficient input on how the grammatical rules work. Meanwhile, performing operation on the tasks enhances learners' awareness of the target form and its usage (Schmidt, 1990) and helps them to retain longer memory of their knowledge (Ellis, 2003; Thornbury, 2009 ) and collaboration with peers allow them to share knowledge. This eventually helps them to learn the target form as they manage to invest more attention on the form and started to become aware of it (Schmidt, 1990) . To an extent, CR tasks can be implemented in grammar teaching in order to promote learners' learning of important grammatical rules and help to overcome the problem of lack of language proficiency among our students.
